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Following a series of riots in several prisons, the Honduran government is casting about for
solutions to overcrowding and generally bad conditions in the prison system. To date, President
Carlos Roberto Reina's administration has rejected the pardons that rioting prisoners had
demanded and is opting instead for a limited program of early releases.
The disturbances first began in June in the department of Choluteca, where 570 prisoners set fire to
a dilapidated and overcrowded prison. Five more riots followed during one week in August in the
prisons at Santa Barbara, Trujillo, Santa Rosa de Copan, Danli, and Juticalpa. Three of those riots
came on one day. On Aug. 13 at Santa Rosa de Copan, prisoners torched the facility and reduced it
to rubble.
During the confusion at Santa Rosa and at Danli, 700 inmates escaped, although police said most
were rounded up in a few days. Rioting inmates said they were protesting bad food, overcrowded
conditions, and mistreatment by guards. They also complained about the slow processing of their
cases by the courts. Prisons have been neglected for 50 years Interior Minister Efrain Moncada
did not dispute the claims of bad prison conditions and said the riots were the result of 50 years of
neglect in the penitentiary system.
Likewise, human rights ombudsman Leo Valladares blamed the judicial system, which he said is
"slow and unjust." Criminals routinely languish for years in prison without being sentenced, leading
to the serious overcrowding. Among the 10,000 inmates in the nation's 23 prisons, only 8% have
been sentenced, and a majority of those awaiting sentencing have already served the amount of time
they could expect if sentenced. Furthermore, the prisons are old and poorly maintained. With the
exception of the Tegucigalpa facility, the country's prisons were not built as penitentiaries but were
converted from buildings originally constructed for other uses.

Government is wrestling with the issue of pardons
During the riots, prisoners asked for a blanket pardon for those serving time without a sentence,
raising a complex legal issue. Moncada opposed the request saying a general pardon would require
a constitutional amendment and changes in law that would have to go through the National
Assembly. Attorney General Edmundo Orellana also opposed pardons on grounds that they are
reserved for minor offenses and are traditionally granted only at the beginning of a new presidential
administration.
Furthermore, since pardons are supposed to be given only to convicts already sentenced, they would
do little to alleviate overcrowding. The pardon issue quickly became politicized. Jorge Madariaga, a
deputy from the governing Partido Liberal, charged that the rioting prisoners were taking advantage
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of an election year to wring concessions from the government. Another deputy said that a criminal
mafia within the prisons was behind the riots. Others, particularly in the opposition parties, called
for the militarization of the entire system. More conciliatory, however, was the director of the prison
system, Romelia de Artica. She said the government would consider several options including
pardons, conditional liberty, and commutation of sentences.
The situation in the prisons is "a time bomb" made worse by the destruction of some of the prisons
during the riots and the lack of funds to build new ones, she said. She added that a government
commission appointed to recommend solutions would soon issue a report. Meanwhile, in October,
the National Assembly revamped the 1996 Prisoner without Sentence Law (Ley del Reo Sin
Condena), which gave early release to inmates convicted of minor offenses. Under the original law,
about 400 convicts were released, scarcely enough to improve conditions in a system holding more
than 4,600 prisoners beyond its capacity.
The revised law widens the eligibility rules for early release to include nonsentenced prisoners
convicted of robbery and homicide who have completed 90% of their expected sentence. Prisoners
convicted of treason, patricide, and certain classes of homicide, kidnapping, car theft, and drug
trafficking will not be eligible for release under the law. Interior vice minister Rene Suazo predicted
that 2,000 prisoners will soon be released under the revised law. "We hope that with this legislation
and other measures that congress will pass, we can relieve congestion in the penal centers," he said.
[Sources: Inter Press Service, 08/12/97, 08/13/97, 08/14/98; El Tiempo (Honduras), 08/15/97; Agence
France-Presse, 10/11/97; Reuter, 10/14/97, 10/15/97, 10/17/97]
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